Exposure to long-day photoperiod prepubertally may increase milk yield in first-lactation cows.
Exposure to a long-day photoperiod (LDPP) increases mammary and lean growth in heifers relative to a short day (SDPP). Whether these effects influence milk yield, however, is unknown. To test the hypothesis that pre-pubertal long-day exposure would increase milk production, we assigned prepubertal heifers to LDPP (16 h of light:8 h of dark; n = 16) or SDPP (8 h of light:16 h of dark; n = 16) until the onset of puberty. At puberty, heifers were commingled and housed under natural photoperiodic conditions and standard nutritional management for dairy heifers. Heifers were bred according to body weight (BW = 385 kg) and withers height (WH = 132 cm). At parturition, BW, WH, and hip height were evaluated. Analysis of Dairy Herd Improvement Association records was used to evaluate milk yield, milk components, and somatic cell scores. Relative to SDPP (n = 12), heifers on LDPP (n = 10) had greater WH (by 2.4 cm) and BW at calving (by 55 kg). Compared with heifers housed under SDPP, LDPP heifers tended to produce more milk (750 kg of 305-d projected fat-corrected milk) during the first lactation. Relative to SDPP, prepubertal heifers exposed to LDPP during the prepubertal growth phase were taller and heavier at parturition, and tended to produce more milk during their first lactation.